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Summary 

Sex trafficking is a state crime. Federal law, however, makes it a federal crime to conduct the 
activities of a sex trafficking enterprise in a way that affects interstate or foreign commerce or 
that involves travel in interstate or foreign commerce. Section 1591 of Title 18 of the United 
States Code outlaws sex trafficking activities that affect interstate or foreign commerce. The 
Mann Act outlaws sex trafficking activities that involve travel in interstate or foreign commerce. 
The Justice for Victims of Trafficking Act of 2015 (Victims Justice Act; P.L. 114-22/S. 178) 
amended both §1591 and the Mann Act. 

Section 1591 now provides in part the following: “Whoever knowingly in or affecting interstate 
or foreign commerce, or within the special maritime and territorial jurisdiction of the United 
States, recruits, entices, harbors, transports, provides, obtains, advertises, maintains, patronizes, or 
solicits by any means a person; knowing, or in reckless disregard of the fact, that means of force, 
threats of force, fraud, coercion ... , or any combination of such means will be used to cause the 
person to engage in a commercial sex act, or that the person has not attained the age of 18 years 
and will be caused to engage in a commercial sex act,” shall be imprisoned not less than 1 5 years 
(not less than 10 years, if the victim is 14 years of age or older and the offender is less than 18 
years of age). 

The Mann Act outlaws prostitution and unlawful sexual activities that involve interstate or 
foreign travel. It consists of three principal substantive sections. Section 2421 proscribes the 
interstate or foreign transportation of someone for purposes of prostitution or unlawful sexual 
activity; misconduct which is punishable by imprisonment for not more than 10 years. Section 
2422 condemns coercing or enticing another person to travel in interstate or foreign commerce to 
engage in prostitution or unlawful sexual activity, or using interstate communications to coerce or 
entice a child to engage in such conduct. The communications offense is punishable by 
imprisonment for not less than 10 years; the travel offense by imprisonment for not more than 20 
years. Section 2423 outlaws four distinct offenses: (1) §2423(a) — transportation of a child in 
interstate or foreign commerce for purposes of prostitution or unlawful sexual purposes; (2) 
§2423(b) — interstate or foreign travel for purposes of unlawful sexual abuse of a child; (3) 
§2423(c) — foreign travel and subsequent unlawful sexual abuse of a child; and (4) §2423(d) — 
arranging, for profit, the travel outlawed in any of these offenses. The first is punishable by 
imprisonment for not less than 10 years, each of the others by imprisonment for not more than 30 
years. 

An offender also faces the prospect of a fine of not more than $250,000 (not more than $500,000 
for an organization); unless indigent, to a special assessment of $5,000; a term of supervised 
release of not less than five years; an order to pay the victim restitution; and the confiscation of 
any property derived from, or used to facilitate commission of, any of the offenses. 

This report is available in an abridged version without the footnotes and most of the citations to 
authority found here under the title CRS Report R43598, Sex Trafficking: An Abbreviated 
Oven’iew of Federal Criminal Law. 
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Introduction 

Sex trafficking is a state crime. 1 Nevertheless, it is also a federal crime when it involves 
conducting the activities of a sex trafficking enterprise in a way that affects interstate or foreign 
commerce or that involves travel in interstate or foreign commerce. 2 Section 1591 of Title 18 of 
the United States Code outlaws the activities of sex trafficking enterprise that affects interstate or 
foreign commerce, including patronizing such an enterprise. The Mann Act outlaws sex 
trafficking activities that involve travel in interstate or foreign commerce. 3 



Section 1591 

Section 1591 makes criminal several of the activities associated with the creation or operation of 
a commercial sex trafficking enterprise which uses children or coerced or deceived adults. 4 It also 
proscribes profiting from such an enterprise or obstructing investigation of its activities. 5 A 
subsequent section prohibits attempting or conspiring to violate §1591. 6 



Section 1591(a)(1) 



Divided into elements, §159 1(a)(1) declares that 

( 1 ) Whoever 

(2) knowingly 

(3) (a) in or affecting interstate or foreign commerce, or 



1 E.g, Ala. Code §§13A-6-151 to 1 3A-6- 160; Alaska Stat. §§11.66.100 to 1 1.66.150; Ariz. Rev. Stat. Ann. §13- 
1307; Ark. Code Ann. §§5-18-101 to 5-18-105; Cal. Penal Code §§236.1 to 237; Conn. Gen. Stat. Ann. §53a- 
192a; Del. Code Ann. tit.ll §787;Fla. Stat.Ann. §787.06; Ga. Code §16-5-46; Hawaii Rev. Stat. §§712-1201 to 
712-1209.6; Idaho Code §§18-8601to 19-8605; 720 III. Comp. Stat.Ann. §5/10-9; Ind. Code Ann. §§35-42-3.5-1 to 
35.-42-3.5-2; Iowa Code Ann. §§710A.l to 710A.5; Kan. Stat.Ann. §21-5426; Ky. Rev. Stat. Ann. §§529.010 to 
529.150; La. Rev. Stat.Ann. §§14:46.2, 14:46.3; Me. Rev. Stat.Ann. tit,17-A §§851 to 855; Md. Code Ann. Crim. 
Law §§11-301 to 1 1-306; Mass. Gen. Laws Ann. ch. 265 §§49-57; Mich. Comp. Laws Ann. §§750.462a to 750.462j; 
Minn. Stat.Ann. §§609.321 to 609.3241; Miss. Code Ann. §§97-3-54.1 to 97-3-54.9; Mo. Ann. Stat. §§566.200 to 
566.223; Mont. Code Ann. §§45-5-305 to 45-5-31 1; Neb. Rev. Stat. §§28-803 to 28-833; Nev. Rev. Stat. 

§§201.295 to 201.352; N.H. Rev. Stat. Ann. §§633.6 to 633.10; N.J. Stat. Ann. §§2C: 13-8 to 2C:13-12; N.Mex. 
Stat.Ann. §§30-52-1 to 30-52-3; N.Y. Penal Law §§230.00 to 230.40; N.C. Gen. Stat. §§14-43. lOto 14-43.20; 

N.D. Cent. Code §§12.1-40-01 to 12.1-40-02; Ohio Rev. Code Ann. §§2905.31, 2905.32; Okla. Stat. Ann. tit.21 
§§748 to 748.2; Ore. Rev. Stat. §167.017; R.I. Gen. Laws §§11-67-1 to 11-67-8; S.C. Code Ann. §§16-3-2010 to 16- 
3-2090; S.D. Cod. Laws §§22-49-1 to 22-49-3; Tenn. Code Ann. §§39-13-309 to 39-13-315; Tex. Penal Code Ann. 
§§20A.01 to 20A.03; Utah Code Ann. §§76-5-307 to 76-5-310; Vt. Stat.Ann. tit.13 §§2651 to 2658; Va. Code 
§§18.2-346 to 18.2-357; Wash. Rev. Code Ann. §§9A.40.090 to 9A.40.100; W.Va. Code Ann. §61-2-17; Wis. Stat. 
Ann. §940.302; Wyo. Stat. §§6-2-701 - 6-2-710. Analysis of state law is beyond the scope of this report. 

2 For a discussion of related policy issues and the proposals addressing those issues, see CRS Report RL34317, 
Trafficking in Persons: U.S. Policy and Issues for Congress, by Alison Siskin and Liana W. Rosen; CRS Report 
R41878, Sex Trafficking of Children in the United States: Overview and Issues for Congress, by Kristin Finklea, 
Adrienne L. Fernandes- Alcantara, and Alison Siskin; and CRS Report R43555, Domestic Human Trafficking 
Legislation in the 113 th Congress, coordinated by Alison Siskin. 

3 18U.S.C. 2421 to 2428. 

4 18U.S.C. 1591(a)(1). 

5 18U.S.C. 1591(a)(2), (d). 

6 18U.S.C. 1594(a), (c). 
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